Social support favors extinction and impairs acquisition of both short- and long-term contextual fear conditioning memory.
Fear memory has an essential role on animal's survival once it induces defensive behavior in response to threats. Among other factors, social support is known to down-regulate the expression of fear conditioned response, representing an important modulator of fear memories. Here we studied the effects of social support during acquisition, retrieval and extinction of contextual fear conditioning (CFC) memory in rats, by exposing the animals to the CFC task either in the absence or in the presence of a conspecific during the training, extinction and/or test sessions. The presence of a conspecific during the training session of CFC resulted in impairment to memory retention as verified in the short- and long-term memory test, suggesting that social support exerts a suppressive effect on the acquisition of CFC. On retrieval, social support decreased the expression of the conditioned fear response - as also seen in the extinction session. Nevertheless, the animals were able to learn the extinction memory as verified in the retention test. Therefore, this study demonstrates the effects of social support at crucial moments in CFC: impairing memory acquisition and favoring its extinction, by reducing the expression of the conditioned fear response with no impairment to the extinction learning.